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​CHAPTER ONE: THE CROSSING
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Aria

The pull starts the second our tires cross the Shadowpine border.

I grip the car door handle so tight my knuckles go white. My stomach twists. Not like carsickness. Not like nerves. Like something inside me is being yanked forward by an invisible rope.

“You okay back there?” Dad’s eyes find mine in the rearview mirror.

I nod. I don’t trust my voice yet.

My little sister, Mara, is asleep against the window. Lucky her. She can’t feel this. Whatever this is.

The trees grow thicker as we drive deeper into the territory. Ancient pines that block out most of the sun. The kind of trees that have seen things. Bad things. I press my hand against my chest. My heart is racing and I haven’t even gotten out of the car yet.

“Remember what I told you,” Dad says. His voice is low, careful. Like he’s trying not to wake Mara. But I know it’s more than that. He’s scared. “Don’t look him in the eye. Don’t speak unless he asks. And whatever you do, don’t let him catch your scent.”

Too late.

I want to tell him it’s already too late. That whatever he’s warning me about is already happening. But I keep my mouth shut. Years of training taught me that much.

The heat starts next. It crawls up my spine like fingers. My skin prickles. My wolf stirs inside me, and that shouldn’t be possible. I’m seventeen. I won’t fully shift until my eighteenth birthday. Until then, my wolf is supposed to be quiet. Sleeping.

She’s not sleeping now.

She’s clawing at my insides, trying to get out. Trying to get to...something.

I close my eyes and lean my head back against the seat. Breathe. Just breathe.

But breathing doesn’t help because the air here smells different. Pine and earth and smoke. And something else. Something that makes my wolf go absolutely insane.

“Aria.” Dad’s voice is sharper now. “You hear me?”

“Yeah.” I force the word out. “I hear you.”

“Good. Because Alpha Kade isn’t like other Alphas. He’s...” Dad pauses, his hands tight on the steering wheel. “Just stay away from him.”

I’ve heard the stories. Everyone has. Alpha Kade. The broken Alpha. The one whose mate died in his arms five years ago. The one who hasn’t shifted since. The one whose wolf is supposedly so massive, so wrong, that even his own pack fears him.

And now we’re going to live in his house.

Perfect.

The memory hits me without warning. It always does.

Mom’s face. The blood. The rogue’s teeth in her throat.

I was fifteen. Frozen. Couldn’t shift. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything but watch her die.

Dad found us too late. Way too late.

He hasn’t looked at me the same since.

I dig my nails into my palms. Not now. I can’t think about that now.

The packhouse comes into view and I forget how to breathe.

It’s huge. Three stories of dark wood and stone. Windows like eyes staring down at us. It sits in the middle of a clearing, surrounded by those same ancient pines. Isolated. Like it’s been here for a hundred years and will be here for a hundred more.

Dad parks the car and kills the engine.

The silence is too loud.

“Stay close to me,” he says, getting out. “Both of you.”

Mara wakes up, rubbing her eyes. “Are we here?”

“Yeah.” I unbuckle my seatbelt. “We’re here.”

I step out of the car and the pull gets worse. So much worse. My knees actually buckle. I grab the car door to steady myself.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“Aria?” Mara’s voice sounds far away.

“I’m fine.” I’m not fine. I’m the opposite of fine.

Dad’s already talking to some wolves near the entrance. Beta or enforcers, probably. They all have that look. Hard eyes. Tight jaws. Ready to rip your throat out if you step wrong.

I force myself to let go of the car. My legs feel like water but I make them move. One step. Then another.

The courtyard is full of people. Pack members going about their business. Training. Talking. Laughing.

And then I see him.

He’s standing on the far side of the courtyard. Perfectly still. While everyone else moves around him, he doesn’t. He’s like a statue carved from stone. Tall. Easily six-four. Dark hair. Broad shoulders that look like they could carry the weight of the world.

And those eyes.

Silver.

They lock on mine and everything stops.

Time. My heart. My breath. Everything.

I can’t look away. I know I should. Dad told me not to. But I can’t.

Those silver eyes pin me in place. They see right through me. Into me. Like he knows every secret I’ve ever kept.

My wolf goes quiet. Not calm. Not peaceful. Just...waiting.

For what?

His jaw tightens. I see it even from across the courtyard. His hands curl into fists at his sides.

And then he growls.

Low. Deep. It vibrates through the air and slams into my chest like a fist. My knees go weak again. Heat floods my body. Not just heat. Need. Hunger. Something I don’t have a name for.

Oh god.

Oh no.

This can’t be happening.

The growl isn’t normal. It’s too deep. Too rough. Too...wrong. Like it’s coming from something that shouldn’t exist.

Everyone in the courtyard goes still. Wolves freeze mid-conversation. Heads turn. Eyes widen.

They’re scared.

They’re scared of him.

But I’m not.

I should be. But I’m not.

Kade takes one step toward me. Just one. But it’s enough to make my heart stop.

Dad’s hand clamps around my arm. Hard. His nails dig into my skin.

“Don’t you dare,” he hisses in my ear.

I don’t move. Can’t move.

Kade’s eyes never leave mine. There’s something in them. Something dark and desperate and dangerous.

Recognition.

He knows.

He knows what I am to him.

And I know what he is to me.

Mate.

The word slams into my brain and I stumble backward. Dad catches me, his grip bruising now.

“Get inside,” he snaps at Mara. “Now.”

Mara doesn’t argue. She runs toward the packhouse entrance.

I’m still staring at Kade. He’s still staring at me.

“Aria.” Dad’s voice is almost a growl now. “Move.”

I force my legs to work. Force myself to turn away from those silver eyes. Force myself to walk toward the packhouse even though every instinct I have is screaming at me to run to him.

Not away from him.

To him.

My skin is on fire. My wolf is screaming. I can’t breathe.

I make it three steps before I hear it. His voice. Deep and rough and barely human.

“Mine.”

One word. That’s all it takes.

My knees give out completely. Dad has to hold me up.

“Keep walking,” he hisses.

I do. Somehow. But I can feel Kade’s eyes on my back. Burning. Branding. Claiming.

We reach the entrance and Dad practically shoves me inside. The door slams shut behind us.

I lean against the wall, gasping for air. My hands are shaking. My whole body is shaking.

“What the hell was that?” Mara whispers. She’s pale, her eyes wide.

Dad doesn’t answer. He’s staring at me. And for the first time in two years, he doesn’t look disappointed.

He looks terrified.

“Dad?” My voice cracks.

He runs a hand over his face. “This is bad. This is really bad.”

“What is?” But I already know. I felt it. That pull. That need.

“Alpha Kade,” Dad says slowly. “He’s your mate.”

The words hang in the air between us.

My mate.

The broken Alpha who everyone fears. The one who lost his first mate. The one whose wolf is supposedly dying.

He’s mine.

And I’m his.

I slide down the wall until I’m sitting on the floor. My head is spinning. This can’t be real. This can’t be happening.

“We’re leaving,” Dad says suddenly. “Right now. Get Mara. We’re getting back in that car and—”

“No.” The word comes out stronger than I expected.

Dad stares at me. “What?”

“We can’t leave.” I force myself to stand. “Marcus is still hunting us. We have nowhere else to go.”

Marcus. Our old Alpha. The one who wanted me for something. Something about my bloodline. My mom’s bloodline.

That’s why we ran. That’s why we’re here.

Dad’s jaw tightens. “I won’t let him—”

“Twenty-three days,” I interrupt. “That’s all. Twenty-three days until I’m eighteen. Until I can officially claim a mate. We just have to make it twenty-three days.”

Dad looks like he wants to argue. But he can’t. Because I’m right. We have nowhere else to go.

“Stay away from him,” Dad finally says. “I mean it, Aria. Stay as far away from Alpha Kade as possible.”

I nod. But we both know it’s a lie.

Because I can still feel him. Even through the walls. Even with distance between us.

I can feel his eyes on me. His wolf calling to mine.

And the worst part?

I want to answer.

I try to sleep that night. I really do.

But every time I close my eyes, I see silver. I feel that growl in my chest. I hear that one word.

Mine.

My room is on the third floor. Small but clean. A bed. A dresser. A window that looks out over the forest.

I should be grateful. We have shelter. Protection. A chance to hide from Marcus.

But all I can think about is him.

Kade.

My mate.

I get up and pace the room. Back and forth. Back and forth. My wolf is restless. Agitated. She wants out. She wants to go to him.

I press my hands against the window. The glass is cool against my skin.

And then I hear it.

Footsteps.

In the hallway. Right outside my door.

I freeze.

Back and forth. Slow. Deliberate.

He’s pacing.

My heart starts racing again. I move to the door, press my ear against it.

The footsteps stop.

Silence.

I hold my breath.

And then I hear it. A low growl. Barely audible. But I feel it. In my bones. In my soul.

He’s fighting it. Fighting his wolf. Fighting the need to come in.

My hand moves to the doorknob. I don’t even realize I’m doing it until my fingers close around the metal.

Don’t.

Don’t open it.

But I want to. God, I want to.

The footsteps start again. Faster now. More frantic.

And then they stop.

A thud against the wall. Like he just punched it.

I jump back from the door.

Another growl. This one louder. Rougher. More animal than man.

“Fuck.” His voice is muffled but I hear it. Raw. Desperate.

I close my eyes and lean my forehead against the door.

Twenty-three days.

I just have to survive twenty-three days.

But listening to him out there, fighting himself, fighting his wolf?

I don’t know if either of us will make it that long.

The footsteps finally fade. He’s walking away. Going back to wherever he came from.

I slide down to the floor, my back against the door.

My skin burns where I felt his eyes on me. My wolf whines. Lonely. Aching.

This is going to kill me.

Or him.

Or both of us.

I pull my knees to my chest and close my eyes.

Twenty-three days until my birthday. Twenty-three days until the Blood Moon.

Twenty-three days until everything changes.

Or ends.

I’m not sure which one scares me more.
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Aria

I can still feel his eyes on me, even though he’s twenty feet away.

Dad makes me come to breakfast. Says we need to show respect. Show gratitude. All that bullshit about pack politics that I stopped caring about two years ago.

But I go. Because what choice do I have?

The dining hall is huge. Long tables. High ceilings. Windows that let in too much light. Pack members are everywhere. Eating. Talking. Pretending not to stare at us.

The new wolves. The refugees.

I keep my head down and follow Dad to an empty table near the back. Mara sticks close to my side. Her hand finds mine under the table and squeezes.

She’s scared.

I squeeze back. I’m scared too. But I can’t let her know that.

“Don’t draw attention,” Dad mutters. “Just eat and keep quiet.”

I nod. Grab some toast I don’t want. My stomach is in knots. Has been since last night.

Since I heard him outside my door.

I force myself to take a bite. It tastes like cardboard.

And then the room goes quiet.

Not completely. But enough that I notice. Conversations drop to whispers. Chairs scrape. Eyes shift toward the entrance.

I don’t want to look. I shouldn’t look.

I look.

Kade walks in and the air changes. Gets heavier. Thicker. Like a storm rolling in.

He’s wearing dark clothes. A black shirt that fits too well across his shoulders. Jeans. Boots. His hair is slightly messy, like he ran his hands through it too many times.

And those eyes.

Silver. Sharp. Dangerous.

They scan the room. Over faces. Over tables.

And then they find me.

I freeze. Toast halfway to my mouth.

His jaw tightens. Just a fraction. But I see it.

My wolf stirs. She’s been quiet all morning but now she’s awake. Alert. Wanting.

I force myself to look away. Force myself to take another bite of toast even though I can barely swallow.

“Everyone up,” a voice calls out.

A man steps forward. Tall. Built like a fighter. Dark hair pulled back. Sharp green eyes that miss nothing.

His Beta. Has to be.

“Alpha wants a word,” the Beta says. His voice carries across the room. “Great hall. Now.”

Chairs scrape. Wolves stand. The pack moves like a single unit toward the doors at the far end of the hall.

Dad grabs my arm. “Stay close.”

I do. Because I don’t know what else to do.

We follow the crowd into the great hall. It’s even bigger than the dining room. Stone walls. Wooden beams across the ceiling. A massive fireplace at one end.

And at the front, on a raised platform, is a chair that looks more like a throne.

Kade’s already there. Standing beside it. Not sitting. Like he can’t stay still.

His Beta stands to his right. A woman stands to his left. Younger. Maybe nineteen or twenty. Dark hair like Kade’s but her eyes are different. Blue instead of silver.

His sister. Has to be.

The pack fills the hall. Bodies pressed together. The air smells like wolves. Dominance. Fear. Anticipation.

Dad positions us near the middle. Not too close to the front. Not too far back.

Smart.

Kade doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. He just stands there. Waiting.

The room falls silent.

And then his eyes find mine again.

My breath catches. I can’t help it. The pull is stronger here. In this room. With all these people between us.

It doesn’t matter. I feel it in my chest. In my bones.

Mine.

The word echoes in my head. Not my voice. His.

I dig my nails into my palms. Focus on the pain. Anything to break the connection.

“You all know why they’re here,” Kade finally says.

His voice is rough. Like gravel. Like he doesn’t use it often.

The room stays silent.

“Their Alpha is unstable,” Kade continues. “Dangerous. They need sanctuary.”

I feel eyes on me. On Dad. On Mara. Judging. Wondering if we’re worth the risk.

“We don’t take in strays,” someone calls out. A male voice. Older.

Kade’s eyes shift toward the speaker. The temperature in the room drops.

“I didn’t ask for opinions,” Kade says. His voice is quiet. Too quiet. “I’m telling you how it is.”

The male wolf shuts up real fast.

Kade’s Beta steps forward. “With respect, Alpha, we should discuss this. We don’t know them. We don’t know what kind of trouble they’re bringing.”

Kade’s jaw tightens. “I’ve made my decision, Jaxon.”

“But—”

“Enough.” Kade’s voice cuts through the room like a blade.

Jaxon’s mouth snaps shut. But he doesn’t look happy. His eyes shift to me and I see it. Suspicion. Distrust.

Great.

“They stay,” Kade says. “Anyone has a problem with that, they can leave.”

No one moves. No one speaks.

“Good.” Kade’s eyes find mine again. “Meeting’s over.”

The pack starts to disperse. Slow at first. Then faster. Like they can’t wait to get out of the room.

But I can’t move. Because Kade is walking toward me.

My heart slams against my ribs. My wolf is practically howling.

Dad’s hand tightens on my arm. “Don’t,” he whispers.

But it’s too late.

Kade stops three feet away. Close enough that I can smell him. Pine. Smoke. Something darker. Something that makes my mouth water.

“How old are you?” His voice is low. Rough. Like he’s forcing the words out.

I swallow hard. Force myself to meet his gaze. “Seventeen.”

Something flickers in his eyes. Pain. Anger. I can’t tell.

His hands curl into fists at his sides. “When?”

“When what?”

“When do you turn eighteen?”

I shouldn’t answer. I should walk away. But my mouth opens before my brain catches up. “Twenty-three days.”

The muscle in his jaw jumps. His eyes drop to my mouth. Stay there too long.

Heat floods my body. I feel it everywhere. In my chest. In my stomach. Lower.

“Alpha Kade,” Dad says carefully. “Thank you for your hospitality. We—”

“Leave us,” Kade says. He doesn’t look at Dad. Doesn’t look at anyone but me.

Dad’s grip on my arm tightens. “I don’t think—”

Kade’s eyes finally shift to Dad. And whatever he sees there makes Dad let go.

“I’ll bring her back,” Kade says.

It’s not a request.

Dad hesitates. I see the conflict on his face. But he nods. “Mara, let’s go.”

Mara looks at me. Eyes wide. Scared.

I give her a small smile. “It’s okay.”

It’s not okay. But she doesn’t need to know that.

Dad and Mara leave. The last few pack members clear out. And then it’s just me and Kade in this massive hall.

The silence is too loud.

“You feel it,” Kade says. Not a question. A statement.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His eyes narrow. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not—”

He moves. Fast. One second he’s three feet away. The next he’s right in front of me.

I stumble back. My spine hits the wall.

Kade braces his hands on either side of my head. Caging me in. His body is so close I can feel the heat coming off him.

“You feel it,” he says again. His voice is barely human now. “The pull. The bond. You feel it the same way I do.”

I do. God, I do.

But I can’t say it. Can’t admit it.

“You’re scaring me,” I whisper.

It’s the truth. He is scaring me. Not because I think he’ll hurt me. But because I want him to get closer.

Kade flinches. Like I hit him. His eyes search my face. Looking for something. I don’t know what.

“I should scare you,” he says quietly. “I’m not safe. I’m not...whole.”

“Then let me go.”

“I can’t.” His hand moves. His thumb brushes my jaw. So gentle it makes my chest ache. “Believe me, I’ve tried.”

I close my eyes. “This is wrong.”

“I know.”

“I’m seventeen.”

“I know.” His forehead drops to mine. “Twenty-three days.”

“That’s not a long time.”

“It’s a lifetime.” His breath is warm against my lips. “Do you have any idea what it’s like? Knowing you’re mine but I can’t...I can’t—”

He breaks off. Pulls back. Puts distance between us.

I sag against the wall. My legs feel like water.

Kade runs a hand through his hair. His hands are shaking. I see it even from here.

“Stay away from me,” he says. Not looking at me. “For both our sakes. Just...stay away.”

And then he walks away. Long strides that eat up the distance. The door slams behind him.

I slide down the wall. Sit on the floor. Try to breathe.

My skin is on fire where he touched me. My wolf is whining. Crying out for him.

Twenty-three days.

How am I supposed to survive twenty-three days?

The rest of the day drags. I stay in my room. Don’t go down for lunch. Don’t go down for dinner.

Mara brings me food. Sandwiches I don’t eat. Water I don’t drink.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“Yeah.” I’m not. “Just tired.”

She doesn’t believe me. But she doesn’t push.

Dad doesn’t come. Maybe he knows I don’t want to see him. Don’t want to hear another lecture about staying away from Kade.

Like I need the reminder.

Night falls. I lie in bed. Stare at the ceiling. Count the cracks in the plaster.

Anything to distract myself from the ache in my chest.

And then I hear it.

Footsteps.

In the hallway. Right outside my door.

I sit up. My heart starts racing.

The footsteps are slow. Deliberate. Back and forth. Back and forth.

He’s pacing again.

I get out of bed. Move to the door. Press my ear against it.

The footsteps stop.

Silence.

I hold my breath.

And then I hear it. A growl. Low. Rough. Not fully human.

My entire body responds. Heat floods through me. My wolf claws at my insides. Wanting out. Wanting him.

“Kade?” I whisper.

The growl cuts off. More silence.

“I know you’re there,” I say.

Nothing.

I close my eyes. Lean my forehead against the door. “You told me to stay away from you.”

“I know.” His voice is rough. Strained. Right on the other side of the door.

“Then why are you here?”

“I don’t know.” A pause. “Yes, I do. I can’t stay away. I’ve tried. All day I’ve tried. But I can feel you. Every second. It’s driving me insane.”

My hand moves to the doorknob. “Do you want me to open the door?”

“No.” Fast. Desperate. “Don’t. Don’t open it.”

“Why not?”

“Because if you do...” He breaks off. Another growl. This one darker. Dangerous. “I won’t be able to stop myself.”
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